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Abstract
Background: Studies have shown that a significant proportion of university students globally suffer from stress. Although many studies have reported an association 
between psychological stress and dietary behavior, findings remain inconclusive.

Objective: The goal of this review was to determine the direction of associations between stress and dietary behaviors among university students.

Method: We searched the PubMed, ELSEVIER and other Nutrition Journal databases for studies that measured the association between stress and dietary behaviors 
in university students

Results: Results from this review indicate that as the stress increases the selection of unhealthy foods in female students also increases, while it has little effect on 
food selection unstressed male students.

Conclusion: Our understanding of the stress-eating relation is confounded by limitations inherent in the study designs; however, we can make some tentative 
conclusions that support the notion that stress can influence eating patterns in humans. Stress appears to alter overall food intake in two ways, resulting in under- or 
overeating, which may be influenced by stressor severity. Chronic life stress seems to be associated with a greater preference for energy- and nutrient-dense foods, 
namely those that are high in sugar and fat.
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Introduction
Stress is defined as any general response of the body that either 

overwhelms or threatens to overwhelm the body and its ability to 
maintain homeostasis [1]. In general, stress occurs when there are 
demands on an individual that exceed his or her coping capabilities, 
and the reaction to stress may vary depending on the nature of the 
events that are occurring and the characteristics of the individual [1].

The experience of stress is likely to be a regular occurrence in the 
lives of new college students, given the nature of the transition that 
they are making [2]. Earning high grades is not the only source of stress 
for college students. Other potential sources of stress include excessive 
homework, unclear assignments, and uncomfortable classrooms. In 
addition to academic expectations and requirements, relations with 
faculty members and time pressures may also be sources of stress. 
Relationships with family and friends, eating and sleeping habits, and 
loneliness may affect some students adversely [3].

Several studies have shown there to be an association between 
stress and health. For example, chronic stress can lead to increased 
blood pressure, cardiovascular disease, diabetes, suppressed immunity 
and an increased incidence of depression [4,2005; Ohman, et al., 2007). 
Furthermore, chronic stress is also found to be associated with increased 
risk of obesity [2], which is an underlying factor that contributes to the 
chronic diseases such as cardiovascular disease and diabetes. 

There is evidence to support that stress can affect an individual’s 
health not only through direct physiological processes but also by 
altering behaviors which affect health [5,6]. Change in diet patterns 
is one such health behavioral response to stress observed in different 

population groups. Some studies have shown that stressed individuals 
tended to increase consumption of high calorie and high fat snack 
foods [5,6] which may culminate in weight gain and obesity [7]. While 
there is widespread scientific acceptance of a relationship between 
psychological stress and eating behaviors the findings are inconsistent. 
Individuals have been found to respond to stress with either reduced 
(hypophagia) or increased food intake (hyperphagia) [6,8,9].

As well as the amount, the type of food eaten is also affected by 
stress. The intake of snack type foods, pre-prepared ready-to-eat foods 
and sweet foods such as chocolate, cakes and ice-cream, was found to 
increase among students experiencing stress [6,8,10]; while the intake 
of healthy food such as vegetables tended to decrease [5,6].

Review
The impact of stress may be on the types of food selected as 

well as the amount of food consumed, which could possibly play a 
role in obesity. Recent findings suggest that high levels of stress can 
be associated with both increased (saturated fat consumption) and 
decreased (overall calories) food intake [11]. Other research has found 
stress to be associated with an increase in food consumed as snacks 
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in adults [12]. Grunberg, et al. [13] found that when stressed, women 
were more likely to select foods high in calories and fat. Oliver et, al. 
(2000) found an increase in consumption of sweet high fat food and 
more energy dense foods. In a separate study, Steptoe, et al. [14] found 
that “fast food’’ was eaten more frequently when individuals reported 
greater number of events, thoughts, or situations which produce 
negative feeling such as annoyance, irritation, worry or frustration. 
Taken together, these results suggest that individuals, when stressed, 
may shift their preference to more palatable and energy-dense snack foods.

One important variable is how individuals use food to cope with 
stress and emotions. Eating has been recognized as a coping mechanism 
for improving and dealing with stress and emotions [15] by either under 
eating or overeating [16]. According to Wardle et al. (2000), there are 
various kinds of psychological stress that can contribute to overeating/
poor eating choices. Things such as stress at work, social stress, and 
perceived stress are all associated with an increased consumption of 
foods that are high in fat and sugar as well as being more energy-dense.

High calorie dense foods that individuals tend to consume during 
stressful times contribute to the increasing trend of obesity. Past 
research concluded that stress-induced eaters are consuming foods 
higher in sugar and fat content, as well as greater portion sizes, within 
the adult population. In a study conducted by Laitinen et al. (2002), 
stress-driven eaters and drinkers ate sausages, pizza, hamburgers, 
and chocolate more often than those who were not stress driven 
eaters. Repeated consumption of these foods and alcoholic beverages 
can account for long-term weight gain [17]. It was also found that 
chocolate cravings were more common among women during times of 
stress [18]. In the prevention of obesity, it is important to distinguish 
the reason behind consumption of these foods.

In a cross-sectional analysis of college students from Germany, 
Poland, and Bulgaria, none of the food consumption subscales of 
the food frequency questionnaire were associated with perceived 
stress or depressive symptoms in the male students. In the female 
students, higher consumption of carbohydrate-dense sweets and 
snacks was associated with higher stress, and lower consumption of 
fruits and vegetables was associated with both higher stress and greater 
depressive symptoms [19]. In the present study, we did not find any 
association between stress and consumption pattern of healthy food 
such as fruits and vegetables in either male or female students. A study 
by Zellner, et al. (2006) reported that women who are stressed ate more 
unhealthy food (snacks, chocolate/candies) than women who are not 
stressed, while unstressed men had significantly higher consumption of 
unhealthy foods than did men in the stress group. Further, a number of 
other studies also reported a higher consumption of “unhealthy” eating 
among stressed females [6,8,20]. One study found that although 80% of 
their female study participants reported that they typically ate a healthy 
diet, that only 34% of these females ate healthy foods when stressed 
[6]. Similarly, two other studies both reported that when distressed, 
their female study participants appeared to lose control of their eating 
habits which resulted in their consumption the unhealthy foods that 
they would usually avoid for health or weight motives [6,20]. One 
explanation for the gender difference in food selection patterns during 
stress may be the tendency of females to restrict their diet for weight 
control when not stressed [21,22]

The cake and chocolate biscuits preferred here by stressed 
emotional eaters are typically eaten as snacks. There is evidence that 
snack consumption may be more susceptible to stress than meals [23,24].

Conclusion and Recommendations
Conclusion 

Our understanding of the stress-eating relation is confounded by 
limitations inherent in the study designs; however, we can make some 
tentative conclusions that support the notion that stress can influence 
eating patterns in humans. Stress appears to alter overall food intake in 
two ways, resulting in under- or overeating, which may be influenced 
by stressor severity. Chronic life stress seems to be associated with a 
greater preference for energy- and nutrient-dense foods, namely those 
that are high in sugar and fat.

Recommendations

1. Development of university programs which focus on how to provide 
the knowledge and resources for students to healthfully cope with 
stress and thus reduce the potential negative implications of stress 
on health.

2. Development of educational programs to promote healthy eating 
habits among college students.

3. Students should develop a balanced life-style and effective personal 
organization.

4. Students should learn specific relaxation techniques and gain 
perspective on problems by discussing them.
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